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In Jonson's case there Is less doubt. He described
his partner as * a shrew, yet honest'.

At what date Jonson became an actor we do not
know. But In 1597 he was one of the 'Admiral's
Men ', under the grasping Philip Henslowe, father-in-
law of the famous actor Edward Alleyn. For him he
did dramatic hack-work, contributing some scenes
to Kyd's Spanish Tragedy, in which, Ironically enough,
he played the ranting Hieronimo, a part wholly opposed
to his own notions of dramatic fitness.

The next year he had a quarrel with a truculent
fellow-player, named Gabriel Spencer, and killed him.
Duelling among the nobility was common. For a mere
actor It was a breach of the peace, and Ben was tried
at the Old Bailey. But according to a quaint and
merciful custom of the time Jonson, as an educated
man, was able to plead * benefit of clergy \ The
proof of learning required was not exacting. All who could
read might claim exemption from sentence In certain
cases for a first offence, and Jonson duly read aloud
the 5ist Psalm. So, to the lasting advantage of the
drama, he was pardoned. But his goods, such as
they were, were confiscated, and the letter T, for
Tyburn, branded as a warning and a reminder on the
ball of his thumb.

After that there was naturally no going back to the
angry Henslowe and Jonson offered his services to the
Lord Chamberlain's Company, in which Shakespeare
was a shareholder. It was by these players that
Every Man in his Humour was first performed, probably
in the late summer of 1598.

This is an epoch making play, because of the theory
on which it is based. To begin with, Jonson was
a classicist in so far as he opposed artistic restraint
to the often uncontrolled verve of the English Renais-
sance spirit. He deplored the haphazard structure
and careless workmanship of so many contemporary